A member of the Met/HGF-receptor family is expressed in a BMP-4-like pattern in the ectoderm of Xenopus gastrulae.
The importance and involvement of growth factors and their corresponding receptors in embryonic induction has been more and more recognized during the past decade, in particular by loss-of-function experiments using dominant negative receptors. Here, we report the isolation of XHR, a Xenopus receptor-type tyrosine kinase, with homology to members of the Met/hepatocyte growth factor (HGF)-receptor family. Sequence comparison of XHR with other members of the Met/HGF-receptor family as well as in situ expression analyses suggest that XHR represents a novel member of this family of receptor-type tyrosine kinases. As could be shown by whole-mount in situ analysis, XHR transcripts are first expressed in the entire ectoderm at the onset of gastrulation. As gastrulation proceeds, XHR-transcription is turned off in cells induced by dorsal mesoderm to form neural tissue and thus, becomes predominantly confined to prospective epidermis. The strikingly similar expression patterns of XHR and Bone Morphogenetic Protein-4 (BMP-4), an inducer of epidermis and inhibitor of neural development, suggest an involvement of XHR signalling in the early cell-fate decision of ectodermal cells to form either neural derivatives or epidermis.